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NPS CORE Lab is on the Cutting Edge of Analytical Support 
The Department of Defense Analysis is home to the CORE (Common Operational Research 
Environment) Lab.  CORE was established in Root Hall at NPS in 2007 with the mission to support U.S. 
and International field operatives in the analytical craft of integrating geospatial, cultural, relational, and 
temporal data in order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the Irregular Warfare 
environment.  CORE is the only lab in the country that purely focuses visual analytic analysis of Irregular 
Warfare (IW) problem sets in direct support of Soldiers on the Ground.  CORE Lab students and key 
projects are featured below, including break through initiatives in Afghanistan, Arabian Peninsula, and 
the Open FIST ethnographic collection system!   
 The Department of Defense Analysis has seen a large spike in students within the last few years 
due to the nature of its curricula, which emphasize Irregular Warfare (IW).  An average of 150 students, 
primarily U.S. Army Green Berets, Navy SEALs and Air Commandos, are in residence at any one time.  
Learning among these U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOF), the top performers from partner nations 
form an integral part of the Defense Analysis student body.  The CORE Lab is supports both classified 
and unclassified analysis and is therefore able to support and work with international students.   In fact, 
collaboration between international students, who 
have data and local context of their country, and 
U.S. SOF is one of the most synergistic aspects of 
research in the CORE Lab.  Major Carlos Padilla 
(Colombia) and Major Douglas Zimmerman (U.S. 
Army) are a recent shining example of combined 
fusion occurring in the CORE Lab.  These students 
analyzed a data set of intelligence reports brought 
from Colombia by Major Padilla.  The data was 
analyzed using the CORE Lab methodology, which 
involves the visual representation of geospatial and social network techniques.  The analysis illuminated 
new dynamics of FARC insurgency and narcotics networks operating in Colombia and Venezuela.  The 
students then manipulated the information to predict and estimate the location of insurgent bases.  
During Major Padilla’s leave, he was able to brief Columbian senior service members who then 
employed assets to confirm or deny camp locations and sanctuaries.  As a result of this project, the 
Colombians were able to increase awareness and enforcement measures during international meetings 
between the Southern American states.    
OpenFIST  
  OpenFIST is a revolutionary technology innovation developed in the CORE Lab.  A Marine Corps 
Signal Officer and Software Engineer attending NPS, Captain Carrick Longley, and U.S. Special Forces 
Officer and DA student at NPS, Chief Warrant Officer 3 Chad Machiela teamed up to create a system 
capable of quickly mapping the human terrain.  Human terrain involving tribes, family links, livelihood, 
basic necessities consumption, and customs is not a small feat; historically, anthropologists have 
conducted such studies over the course of years.  However, the need to win and gain an increased 
understanding of the population in Iraq and Afghanistan and enable 
commanders on the ground inspired these students to combine their 
unique skills sets, software engineering and expertise in low intensity 
conflict.  The result is a software application for a standard off the shelf 
iphones, ipads, or itouches.  The system allows ground users to quickly 
interview and gather ethnographic information on a local populace.  The 
information from the device populates a globally accessible open 
information database through a Web Portal that the user, academics, 
governments, or YOU can use to download data for use in a variety of 
social network analysis applications.  The analysis of the OpenFIST data 
has the ability to revolutionize our understanding of social networks and 
assist commanders and policy makers craft intervention strategies in 
support of Irregular Warfare operations..  Additionally, the social network analysis can ensure the local 
customs and leaders are co‐opted to maximize benefit while minimizing negative externalities.  
OpenFIST has a multitude of critical features that support the ground users and analysis.  For instance, 
users can request modifications to the dropdown menus in order to capture the idiosyncrasies of a given 
local area; these changes to the ontology are implemented remotely from the CORE Lab in near real‐
time!  For more information on the OpenFIST or if you have suggestions for joint civilian industry 
collaboration, the NPS Foundation can coordinate a briefing and practical application session with the 
CORE Lab.   
Afghanistan 
  This device and CORE Lab methodologies 
were recently tested in Afghanistan on a small scale 
with very positive results.  One the co‐developers 
CW3 Machiela took the OpenFIST on the road for a 
90 day trial collection period in Afghanistan.  The 
whole OpenFIST system was exercised, with CW3 
Machiela on the ground and Capt. Longley in the 
CORE Lab making the necessary ontology updates and conducting knowledge management with the 
data.  CORE Lab researchers were able to analyze the data using the CORE Lab methodologies and 
provide analysis to the commanders on the ground.  Additionally, the commanders in Afghanistan could 
access the data to conduct their own analysis.  On the ground, OpenFIST users and commanders were 
astounded; the general consensus was “OpenFIST and the analysis visually revealed the social network 
and key players in three weeks, that level of understanding took our units months.”   As the strategy in 
Afghanistan shifts in certain areas to village security, understanding the critical individuals to co‐opt and 
how the government of Afghanistan can best add value to the locales remains a critical interest. 
OpenFIST won’t solve all problems, but it may be a critical step toward identifying and unifying the right 
people towards the most effective ends.  The CORE Lab is rapidly expanding this initiative in the coming 
months.   
  The CORE Lab believes that most great ideas are generated from the bottom up.  With the 
majority of our students coming from the field and returning to the field after graduation, ideas 
generated in the lab ARE from the bottom up.  These individuals are leaders in their profession, 
innovative by necessitate of the conditions on the ground, and intellectually well armed by the Defense 
Analysis Department and CORE Lab.  For these aforementioned reasons, the CORE Lab proudly boasts 
that our technology innovations and analysis are “Made by operators for operators.”   
